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Some Forecasting Facts of Life 
• Soils accumulate or lose moisture slowly. 

• Drought’s impacts are often felt in spring, summer. 
• Drought predictions are likely useful out to no more than 6 

months. 

• Drought forecasts rely entirely on precipitation forecasts. 

• Precipitation is naturally harder to predict than 
temperature. 

• Prediction skill is also limited by observation density & 
accuracy, forecast lead-time, model accuracy, area and 
period covered, location, time of year. 
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CPC, NDMC, USDA, NCDC jointly produce a weekly Drought Monitor (DM), assessing current 
conditions.  THE WEEKLY DM IS THE STARTING POINT FOR THE DO.   INPUTS INCLUDE:   THE 3-
MONTH P OUTLOOK,   REGIONAL EXPERT ASSESSMENTS, TELCONS,  SHORT-MEDIUM RANGE FORECASTS. 
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CPC Produces a Drought Outlook (DO) at mid- and  
end-of-month.  The DM sets the starting soil conditions  
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Review of Climate Prediction Center’s  
Mar-Apr-May (MAM) 2012 3-mo Precipitation Outlook 
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Verification consists of comparing 
the accuracy of the official DO 
with a forecast of persistence of 
current observations forward. 

•     
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Pr of highest 10% (>20.74”): 13.8% 
Pr of above 66.66% (>16.56”:  41.5% 
Pr of median (12.84-16.58”):  33.4% 
Pr of below 33.33% (< 12.84”):  25.1% 
Pr of lowest 10% (< 9.65”):  6.15% 

Pr of highest 10% (>41.65”): 4.4% 
Pr of above 66.66% (>35.2”:  20.8% 
Pr of median (28.67-35.20”):  32.9% 
Pr of below 33.33% (< 12.84”):  46.3% 
Pr of lowest 10% (< 9.65”):  16.2% 
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Summary , Part 1 

• Soil dryness/wetness changes slowly.  This means 
“persistence” of current conditions is a fair forecast. 

• Drought forecasts depend on precipitation forecasts 
• Precipitation is harder to forecast than temperature 
• NOAA drought forecasts are about 7%-8% better 

than simple persistence forecasts. 
• Outlooks are far better at predicting existing 

drought than in predicting new drought. 
• Risk assessment requires matching-up forecast 

probabilities for specific events (whether they 
represent success or failure) with the $$ costs of 
those events.  This implies partnership is needed. 8 

O’Lenic, 2012 



PART 2:  Creation of the U.S. Seasonal Drought Outlook 

Current drought 
conditions  
 
Climatology 
considerations 
 
Short and medium 
range forecast 
guidance 
 
ENSO 
 
Monthly and 
seasonal forecast 
guidance 
 
Feedback from local 
experts 
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Current Drought Conditions 
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Climatology Considerations 

Probability of drought amelioration (4 months) O’Lenic, 2012 
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Short and Medium Range Forecast Guidance 
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ENSO 

Due to the weakening El Nino conditions and 
borderline forecast, associated climate 
anomalies played a smaller role in this outlook 
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Monthly and Seasonal Forecast Guidance 
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Feedback From  
Local Experts 

Shared images 

Shared discussions 
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